On 19 November 1859, Carl von Steinheil recorded in his diary that Robert Bunsen and Gustav Kirchhoff had visited him in Munich to ask him to make for them a large apparatus to examine the 'fixed lines' of the solar spectrum.' It was only a matter of weeks (20 October) since they had announced at the Royal Prussian Academy of Science in Berlin their new analytical technique which was to lead to the discovery of caesium in 1861 and of rubidium soon after. For Bunsen (1811-99), professor of chemistry at Heidelberg since 1852, 'spectrum analysis' was a new tool that had a history longer, probably, than he was aware of; for Kirchhoff (1824-77), who joined Bunsen at Heidelberg in 1854, 'spectrum analysis' opened a new avenue of speculation concerning the nature of the stars and planets, based on his observations of the absorption and emission spectra of certain metals.
The story goes back to Isaac Newton (1642-1727), who published his observations on the spectrum and the nature of light in 1704, to William Hyde Wollaston (1766-1828), and to Joseph von Fraunhofer (1787-1826). Fraunhofer constructed the first spectroscope by replacing the mirror of a theodolite with a hollow prism, and gave his name to the 'fixed lines' of the solar spectrum described in 1814, which Wollaston had observed earlier, in 1802, but which Newton had been unable to detect.
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